Epidemiology and the concept of causation in multifactorial diseases.
Unlike infectious diseases of the past, diseases prevalent in modern industrialized societies have multifactorial origins whose complexity so far has defied an integrated scientific understanding. Their epidemiologic investigation suffers from the conceptual inability of formulating plausible causal hypotheses that mimic a complex reality, and from the practical difficulties of running elaborate studies controlled for multifactorial confounders. Until biomedical research provides a satisfactory understanding of the complex mechanistic determinants of such diseases, epidemiology can only field reductionist causal hypotheses, leading to results of uncertain significance. Consensual but rationally weak criteria devised to extract inferences of causality from such results confirm the generic inadequacy of epidemiology in this area, and are unable to provide definitive scientific support to the perceived mandate for public health action.